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LOCATION 

Borough of Manhattan 

47 West 28th Street 
 

LANDMARK TYPE 

Individual 
 

SIGNIFICANCE 

Built c.1852 as an Italianate-style row 

house, 47 West 28th Street was the site of 

numerous musiciansô and sheet music 

publishersô offices in the 1890s-1900s, part 

of a block known as ñTin Pan Alley.ò
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47 West 28th Street Building,  

Tin Pan Alley 
47 West 28th Street, Manhattan 

 

 

 

 

 

Designation List 516 

LP-2626 

 

Built: c.1852; 1892 (facade) 

Architect: Peter R. Christie  

Hubert, Pirsson & Hoddick (facade) 

 

Landmark Site: Borough of Manhattan, Tax Map 

Block 830, Lot 11 

 

Calendared:  March 12, 2019 

Public Hearing: April 30, 2019 

Designated: December 10, 2019 

 

On March 12, 2019, the Landmarks Preservation 

Commission (ñCommissionò) voted to calendar the 

47 West 28th Street Building, Tin Pan Alley, for 

consideration as an individual landmark as part of a 

row of 19th-century buildings associated with the 

significant history of ñTin Pan Alley,ò which 

occupied the block of West 28th Street between 

Broadway and Sixth Avenue at the turn of the 20th 

century.  

On April 30, 2019, the Commission held a 

public hearing on the proposed designation of the 47 

West 28th Street Building, Tin Pan Alley as a New 

York City Landmark and the proposed designation of 

the related Landmark Site (Item No.1). The hearing 

was duly advertised in accordance with the 

provisions of the law. 22 people testified in favor of 

the proposed designation, including representatives 

of Speaker of the New York City Council Corey 

Johnson, Manhattan Borough President Gale Brewer, 

New York State Assembly Member Richard 

Gottfried, Historic Districts Council, New York 

Landmarks Conservancy, Society for the 

Architecture of the City, 29th Street Neighborhood 

Association, Village Preservation, Save Chelsea, the 

Bedford Stuyvesant Society for Historic Preservation, 

and Hampsong Foundation, and eight individuals. 

Four people, including three representatives of the 

owner and one individual, spoke in opposition to the 

proposed designation.  

In addition, the Commission received 44 

written submissions in support of the proposed 

designation, including from the American Society of 

Composers, Authors and Publishers; Carnegie Hall; 

Municipal Art Society of New York; Museum of the 

City of New York; National Music Publishersô 

Association; Americana Music Productions; Audubon 

Park Alliance; Dumbo Neighborhood Alliance; 

Flower Tenants Association; Jujamcyn Theaters; 

Mabel Mercer Foundation; Musicians Foundation; 

and from 29 individuals including descendants of 

James Reese Europe and J. Rosamond Johnson, 

African-American composers whose work was 

published on West 28th Street in the era, and 

descendants of composers and bandleaders Noble 

Sissle and Duke Ellington. The Commission also 

received two letters providing additional research. 
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Editorial Note 
Tin Pan Alley 

 

 

 

 

 

The period between 1893 and 1910, when the block 

of West 28th Street between Sixth Avenue and 

Broadway was known as ñTin Pan Alleyò for its 

concentration of music publishers, was an important 

cultural moment of intense music production and 

innovation that earned a name that went on to 

symbolize the popular music industry in general. Tin 

Pan Alley had an indelible impact on the history of 

American popular music and paved the way for what 

would become ñthe Great American Songbook.ò  

However, arising during the period following the 

Civil War and the failure of Reconstruction, when Jim 

Crow laws and other unjust, discriminatory practices 

were reversing newly-won freedoms and rights for 

African Americans and entrenching systemic racism 

throughout American society, racist caricatures and 

stereotypes of African Americans were increasingly 

spread through mass media, including sheet music 

produced on Tin Pan Alley. At the same time, Tin 

Pan Alleyôs music publishing brought ragtime to an 

international public, offered unprecedented 

opportunities for African-American artists and 

publishers to create mainstream American music, and 

saw many gain acclaim and prominence. The 

proposed designation of this row of five buildings, 

which represent the history of Tin Pan Alley, 

recognizes the significant contributions and 

achievements of African Americans here, and 

acknowledges the harsh realities they faced. 

In our designations, the Landmarks 

Preservation Commission seeks to represent the 

diversity of New York City and to tell the story of all 

New Yorkers. Under the mandate of the Landmarks 

Law, the agency is responsible for protecting 

buildings that are architecturally, historically, or 

culturally significant, and which through the integrity 

of their historic character and fabric represent 

important periods of architecture or history, as well as 

people or events. Preserving buildings that embody a 

specific aspect of New Yorkôs history allows us to 

learn from it, and to recognize the experiences of 

those who lived through that history as part of our 

collective memory and heritage. Tin Pan Alley 

presents an important example of that function of 

historic preservation. 

Tin Pan Alley arose during and reflects a 

post-Reconstruction context when racist policies, 

views and ideology were prevalent in New York City 

and throughout the country, and among other 

injustices were reflected in offensive caricatures and 

stereotypes spread through mass media. This 

designation does not celebrate the racist tropes and 

imagery found in some of Tin Pan Alleyôs sheet 

music, but it must acknowledge it and put it in the 

context of American history at that time. The goal of 

this designation is to preserve the historic fabric of 

buildings that contained, contributed to, and continue 

to represent the significant history of Tin Pan Alley as 

part of New York Cityôs cultural heritage, so that we 

and future generations may experience and learn from 

them.   

In our approach to this designation, extensive 

research was done to understand the historical and 

cultural context for this moment in the creation of 

widely accessible popular music. Songwriters and 

music publishers collaborated in new ways on Tin 

Pan Alley, and created a new popular American art 

form in the midst of an incredibly racist period in 

American history. This specific period in New York 

Cityôs African-American history, between 

Reconstruction and the Harlem Renaissance, is not 

yet well represented by landmark designations, and it 

is important to study and recognize. LPC staff 
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thoroughly and thoughtfully researched not only the 

history of Tin Pan Alleyôs music production, business 

practices, songwriters, and performers, but also the 

historic context of the Post-Reconstruction era, and 

the history of offensive racist stereotypes and 

caricatures that were spread through sheet music 

imagery and lyrics at this time. This rigorous research 

was necessary to document and recognize the 

significant achievements of African-American 

songwriters and publishers associated with Tin Pan 

Alley, and to preserve the historic fabric and character 

of buildings that embody Tin Pan Alleyôs 

significance.    

  

KLM  

 

We acknowledge the important scholarship of Henry 

Louis Gates, Jr. in particular his book Stony the Road: 

Reconstruction, White Supremacy and the Rise of Jim 

Crow, and are grateful for the insights and 

conversations with historians John Reddick, Andrew 

Dolkart, and David Freeland. We appreciate the 

letters of support received from the descendants of 

James Reese Europe, Jr., J. Rosamond Johnson, 

Noble Sissle, and Duke Ellington. 
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Summary 

47 West 28th Street 

 

 

 

 

 

Between 1893 and about 1910, West 28th Street 

between Broadway and Sixth Avenue became home 

to the most significant concentration of sheet music 

publishers then known in New York City. As 

publishers began to congregate in the area, the name 

ñTin Pan Alleyò was coined c.1903 to evoke the 

racket of piano music audible on the block. Here, 

composers, arrangers, lyricists, promoters, 

performers, and printers came together as 

collaborative firms of sheet music publishers and 

made an indelible impact on practices for the 

creation, production and promotion of American 

popular music. As the office of numerous musicians 

and sheet music publishers in the 1890s-1900s, 47 

West 28th Street represents Tin Pan Alleyôs 

concentration of New York Cityôs influential popular 

music business in one location and its importance to 

American culture.  

Tin Pan Alley arose at a unique technological 

moment before phonographs and records were 

affordable for most American families and when 

sheet music was the principal form of music 

distribution, the basis of much public performance, 

and the backbone of middle class in-home 

entertainment. Because most sheet music was meant 

to be taken home for performance on piano, the aim 

of publishers was to expose their music to masses of 

prospective purchasers to increase the likelihood of 

sheet music sales. A number of creative, lucrative, 

and sometimes devious business strategies arose on 

Tin Pan Alley; the shrewd business sense and 

insistent promotion tactics of Tin Pan Alley firms 

were essential to the eraôs boom in sheet music sales 

and were a precursor to promotion and sales tactics 

that remain a feature of the popular music business. 

Music publishers sought offices close to theaters, 

hotels, music halls, and other venues to facilitate their 

collaboration with songwriters and song ñpluggers,ò 

musicians whose role was to promote and demonstrate 

new sheet music in department stores, theaters, 

vaudeville halls, and other entertainment venues. Their 

move to Tin Pan Alley in the 1890s reflected the 

northwestern movement of the Cityôs entertainment 

district and the proliferation of entertainment venues near 

Madison Square Park. On Tin Pan Alley, music 

publishers were concentrated in a close clusterð

highlighted in the iconic row at 47-55 West 28th Streetð

rather than more isolated offices for the first time in New 

York City. The intimate scale of Tin Pan Alleyôs row 

houses made it possible for publishers to advertise their 

work to theater crowds and passersby on low-slung 

signage, made sheet music publishersô offices accessible 

to creative hopefuls eager to capitalize on their talent, 

and made the sonic experience from which Tin Pan Alley 

took its name possible, with piano music audible on the 

street from the multiple offices in each modest structure. 

Tin Pan Alley represents a number of milestones 

for the participation of African-American and Jewish 

artists in mainstream music production. It arose about a 

decade after immigration of Jewish refugees from 

persecution in Eastern Europe to New York City began 

in the early 1880s, and a notable proportion of Tin Pan 

Alleyôs music publishers, songwriters, and pluggers were 

of German or Eastern European Jewish descent or were 

immigrants themselves. At the same time, significant 

numbers of African Americans began to migrate to New 

York City in search of work and opportunities 

unavailable in the Jim Crow-era South, and the 

prominence and valuation of African-American creatorsô 

contributions to the music business underwent significant 

growth on Tin Pan Alley.  

A number of Tin Pan Alleyôs ragtime publications 

were well-known hits that brought ragtime into countless 
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homes through the dissemination of sheet music and were 

pivotal to its popularization as a genre. However, as 

relatives of musical forms which were popular in minstrel 

shows, some of Tin Pan Alleyôs compositions were built 

on objectionable caricatures of African Americans in the 

tradition of blackface performance. Their employment of 

slurs and caricatures reflects systemic racism in the post-

Reconstruction era and a particular lineage of racist 

stereotypes in American entertainment. Some African-

American songwriters on West 28th Street deliberately 

tried to rework stereotypes that were popular in music of 

the time. 

By 1910, with phonograph and record sales on 

the rise, almost all of Tin Pan Alleyôs music publishers 

had followed the entertainment district to Times 

Square, where larger, newer, and custom offices were 

able to accommodate their new in-house orchestras and 

recording spaces. The term ñTin Pan Alleyò later grew 

to refer to the entire music production industry in 

America, and inspired the music studios of Londonôs 

Tin Pan Alley on Denmark Street from 1911-1992.  

47 West 28th Street was built c.1852 as an 

Italianate-style row house, intact elements of which 

include its bracketed cornice, fenestration pattern, and 

projecting stone lintels and sills. Like other structures 

on the block, it underwent a conversion to 

accommodate a retail storefront prior to the Tin Pan 

Alley era. Above its storefront, it retains much of its 

historic detail and its form and character reflect its 

appearance when numerous Tin Pan Alley sheet music 

publishers made their offices there in the 1890s-1900s. 

Along with the adjacent row at 49, 51, 53, and 55 West 

28th Street, 47 West 28th Street represents Tin Pan 

Alleyôs significant contributions to American culture 

and popular music.  
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Building Description 

47 West 28th Street 

 

 

 

 

 

47 West 28th Street was built c.1852 as a four-and-

basement-story, three-bay, Italianate-style row house 

with a brick facade. Above the first story, the present 

facade dates to an 1892 alteration (ALT 130-92) in 

which the principal facade was taken down, the 

central bay was made to project, and decorative, 

galvanized iron elements were installed. The large 

rectangular window openings, which distinguish this 

building from its segmental-arched neighbors to the 

west, were a product of the removal and 

reconfiguration of the principal facade during the 

1892 alteration. The windows of the flanking bays 

were installed with a one-over-one sash configuration. 

A parapet like the one on still in place at 49 West 

28th Street, with decorative panels with a pediment 

above the central bay, was installed as part of the 

1892 alteration; the parapet was removed between 

1930 and c.1940.
1
  

A description of 47 West 28th Street as a 

four-story brick store and tenements in the Real 

Estate Record and Buildersô Guide on May 28, 1892 

indicates the existence of a storefront before that date 

and, therefore, before the first music publishers made 

their offices on the block.
2
 The present storefront 

configuration, with transom lights over a large plate 

glass window, dates to a 1913 alteration by Augustus 

O. Hoddick for the Frank Queen Publishing Co. (ALT 

789-13), publisher of the New York Clipper; below an 

intact, molded storefront cornice and frieze panel, all 

physical material from the 1913 alteration has since 

been replaced.   

 

Historic: This four-story and basement, three-bay, 

Italianate structure features a brick facade with a 

projecting central bay and galvanized iron elements. 

At the second, third, and fourth stories, fluted 

pilasters with Corinthian capitals flank each window 

opening. The capitals at the second and third stories 

are surmounted by molded stringcourses and paneled 

friezes. Frieze panels above the second story feature 

floriated running ornament. Above the third story, 

frieze panels feature festooned garlands and wreaths 

with paterae in the upper corners and are surmounted 

by denticulated molding. The building is crowned by 

a bracketed cornice which sits between the Corinthian 

capitals of the projecting central bay and above the 

shorter pilasters of the flanking bays. The entire 

assemblage is surmounted by a molded cornice. 

Flanking bays feature one-over-one windows. 

 

Alterations: Entrance surrounds covered or 

replaced; windows replaced; mullioned windows at 

the central bay of the uppermost floor installed 

sometime between c.1940 and c.1980; parapet with 

pedimented central bay removed between 1930 and 

c.1940; storefront material below molded cornice and 

frieze panel replaced; bulkhead visible on roof in 

c.1980 removed; facade painted. 
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History and Significance 
Tin Pan Alley  

 

 

 

 

 

Early Site History and Development of 

Madison Square 

The section of West 28th Street between Broadway 

and Sixth Avenue, which came to be known as Tin 

Pan Alley c.1903, was developed with Italianate-style 

row houses in the 1850s as the area around Madison 

Square became an elite residential enclave. The block 

is situated on land included within the patent granted 

by British Governor Edmund Andros to Solomon 

Pieters, a free black man, in 1680. Pietersô father, 

Pieter San Tomé, was one of eleven African men 

enslaved by the Dutch West India Company and 

given ñhalf-freedomò by the Council of New 

Amsterdam in 1644.
3
 With the inheritance from his 

father, Pieters owned several other parcels on 

Manhattan and rose to a level of prominence rare for a 

person of African descent in colonial New York.
4
 

Pieters and his heirs owned the estateðthen a farmð

until 1716, when John Horne and Cornelius Webber 

purchased the property.
5
 A portion of the estate 

between what became West 26th and 31st streets west 

of Broadway was conveyed to John de Witt in 1751 

and to Isaac Varian in 1787.
6
 Isaac Varian was a 

slaveholder; he and his descendants owned the site of 

47 West 28th Street until 1852.
7
 

The Commissionersô Plan of 1811 laid out 

gridded streets in Manhattan between Houston Street 

and 155th Street and set aside specific areas as markets 

and parks. The largest of these areas was drawn 

between 23rd and 34th streets and Third to Seventh 

avenues and was known as the ñGrand Paradeò; it was 

later reduced in size, in stages, from 240 to 6.23 acres 

and renamed Madison Square Park.
8
 With a smaller 

span from 23rd to 26th streets and Fifth to Madison 

avenues, Madison Square Park opened to the public on 

May 10, 1847.
9
 In the subsequent decades, numerous 

homes were built on the north and east sides of the 

park and in its immediate area. Most of the residences 

built during this development phase were brick or 

brownstone Italianate-style row houses. The structures 

on the north side of West 28th Street between 

Broadway and 6th Avenue were built c.1852 and 

c.1859 as four-story and basement row houses with 

brick or brownstone fronts, high front stoops, and an 

eight-foot setback from the street.
10

  

Madison Square became the social center of 

Manhattan and home to several prominent families. 

Directories from the 1850s show numerous merchants, 

businessmen, and a physician living on the north side of 

28th Street between Broadway and Sixth Avenue and 

illustrate Madison Squareôs development with fine 

residences at a time when it was home to a concentration 

of affluent New Yorkers.
11

  

 

Entertainment Districts and Tin Pan Alley 

From the 1890s until about 1910, West 28th Street 

between Broadway and Sixth Avenue became home to 

the most significant and substantial concentration of 

sheet music publishers then known in New York City 

and was given the name Tin Pan Alley.
12

 Drawn by the 

proximity to theaters near Madison Square Park and 

less formal entertainment venues in the Tenderloin, 

music publishers began to relocate to West 28th Street 

between Broadway and Sixth Avenue in 1893.
 
The 

location of Tin Pan Alley was convenient for 

publishers, who were able to deliver their sheet music 

to numerous entertainment venues in the area; the 

concentration of publishers on the block, in turn, meant 

that songwriters were able to offer up their talents 

door-to-door in the hope that one firm or another might 

publish their work.
13

 Among other attractors to the 

block were the office of the venerable New York 

Clipper, the premier theatrical and entertainment 
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magazine of the time, at 47 West 28th Street from 

1900-1916, and the abundance of saloons, hotels, and 

other forums for entertainers, agents, and publishers to 

meet.
14

 

The proliferation of theaters and 

entertainment venues north of Madison Square was an 

important incentive for the songwriters and music 

publishers of Tin Pan Alley to establish their offices 

on West 28th Street. The earlier commercialization of 

lower Broadway brought theaters, hotels, and retail to 

the Bowery, and then north to Union Square, where 

the theater district was known as the Rialto.
15

 With 

the northwestern movement of the Cityôs 

entertainment district from Union Square to Madison 

Square, Tin Pan Alley brought the convergence of 

music publishers that had begun in the Rialto to its 

apex in the 1890s-1900s; unlike the Rialto, however, 

Tin Pan Alley was notable for its consolidation of 

music publishers in a close clusterðin particular on 

the north side of West 28th Streetðfor the first time 

in New York City, rather than discrete offices within 

a larger geographic area.  

 

Madison Square Entertainment District 

Drawn by transportation improvements and the 

relocation of an elite residential enclave to the area, 

high-profile department stores came north to 

Broadway and Sixth Avenue between 14th and 23rd 

streets and gave rise to the retail district known as 

Ladies' Mile (a designated New York City Historic 

District) from the late 1850s until about 1915.
16

 As 

development spread north from lower portions of 

Broadway, the entertainment district took root near 

Madison Square, where it built upon the reputation of 

the areaôs antebellum spectacles like Franconi's 

Hippodrome (1853, demolished), a 4,000-seat circus, 

and gave rise to vaudeville theaters, opera houses, and 

indoor arenas like Madison Square Garden (1879, 

demolished).
17

 Transit improvements to the stretch of 

Broadway between 23rd and 34th streets drew a large 

concentration of legitimate theaters from the earlier 

entertainment centers of the Bowery and Union 

Square.
18

 These venues, which have since been 

demolished, were held in high esteem by theatergoers 

across the nation and were home to some of the best-

known stock companies of the time. In 1879 and 1885, 

Gilbert and Sullivanôs influential comic operas The 

Pirates of Penzance and The Mikado made their 

American debuts at the Fifth Avenue Theater at 27-31 

West 28th Street (demolished), on the same block as 

the eventual Tin Pan Alley.
19

 

To host the influx of visitors and attract affluent 

newcomers, luxurious hotels arose from Madison to 

Herald squares to rival the elegant and exclusive Fifth 

Avenue Hotel (1859, demolished), including the Grand 

Hotel (1868, a designated New York City Landmark), 

Gilsey House (1869-71, a designated New York City 

Landmark), and numerous others that have since been 

demolished.
20

 These hotels became venues for visitors to 

socialize, promenade, and take in of-the-moment 

entertainment, and for entertainment brokers and creatives 

to meet to meet, dine, and discuss business.
21

 

Madison Squareôs tenure as a theater district 

was brief. By the 1890s, Longacre Square, which 

Theaters and other entertainment venues near Tin Pan Alley 

drew musicians and publishers to the block,  

William Glackens, Harperôs Weekly XLIV,  

December 8, 1900 
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became Times Square after the relocation of the New 

York Timesô headquarters in 1904, began to draw 

theaters from Madison and Herald Squares with 

transit incentives and its entertainment venuesô 

international cachet. The development of the Times 

Square area as New York Cityôs ultimate theater 

district was a result of the expansion of mass 

transportation and the ascendance of New York City 

as a center of American dramatic arts. Hotels and 

theaters began to congregate around major midtown 

transportation centers like Grand Central Terminal (a 

designated New York City Landmark) in order to 

capitalize on larger potential audiences. Few 

entertainment venues were left in the area around 

Madison Square after 1910.
22

 

 

The Tenderloin
23

 

Between Fifth and Seventh avenues from Madison 

Square to 42nd Street, and later west to Eighth 

Avenue and north to Central Park, the presence of 

elite residences, theaters, luxurious hotels, and other 

upscale establishments gave rise to a vibrant nightlife 

meant to divert well-to-do crowds of visitors. This, in 

turn, drew more notorious and illicit establishments 

to serve the areaôs patrons. The district became 

infamous for corruption in the form of police 

protection of businesses and the involvement of 

Tammany Hall in graft and vice within the area. In 

1876, in anticipation of an increase in kickbacks after 

his transfer to the area precinct, New York Police 

Department Captain Alexander S. ñClubberò 

Williams purportedly boasted, ñI've had nothing but 

chuck steak for a long time and now I'm going to get 

a little of the tenderloin.ò
24

 From then on, the section 

of Manhattan was known as the Tenderloin and 

became infamous as the Cityôs vice district.
25

  

The Tenderloinôs large size and variable 

boundariesðwithin which Tin Pan Alley aroseð 

brought about a coexistence of exclusive and mass 

entertainment in New York City. Despite its 

reputation for vice alone, the Tenderloin was home to 

an intricate mix of residences, retail, hotels, and 

theaters, and, to a lesser degree, saloons, dance halls, 

pool halls, and brothels; it was a social sphere built 

around brick and brownstone row houses, a space for 

the affluent to promenade, and, at night, a stage for 

all manner of entertainment and diversion.
26

  

Tenderloin saloons made less formal modes of 

entertainment than what was shown in Madison Squareôs 

theaters available to the masses. The largest and most 

notorious of these was the Haymarket, a dance hall in 

operation from 1872-1890 and 1897-1911 on the 

southeast corner of 30th Street and Sixth Avenue.
27

 

There, patrons were exposed to popular music typical of 

the Tin Pan Alley era, as the eventual Nobel laureate 

Eugene OôNeill wrote in his sonnet, ñThe Haymarketò:  

 

The music blares into a rag-time tuneð 

The dancers whirl around the polished floor.
28

 

 

With its heterogeneous character, the Tenderloin was a 

space where opportunities were available to a wider 

spectrum of the population than elsewhere, in particular 

after the shift of the area around Madison Square from an 

aristocratic enclave to a more diverse and democratic 

sphere. The Tenderloin became home to a significant 

percentage of the Cityôs African-American population, in 

particular in an area that was known as ñBlack Chapelò on 

27th and 28th streets near Seventh Avenue. Between 1890 

and 1910, the African-American population of New York 

City grew from 23,601 to 91,709 with an influx of 

Southern-born blacksðñthe advance guard of the Great 

Migrationòðin search of work and opportunities 

unavailable in the Jim Crow-era South.
29

 A number of 

entrepreneurs of color ran prominent businesses in the 

area, notably saloons that became spaces for black 

songwriters and music publishers to gather.
30

 Certain inns, 

taverns, and saloons, allowed a degree of racial integration 

in an era when Broadwayôs elite hotels and theaters did 

not admit black patrons.
31
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Tin Pan Alley arose in the heart of the 

Tenderloin, on a section of West 28th Street known 

as ñThe Liveliest Block in Townò in an 1894 World 

article, which declared:  

 

There is more life on the sidewalk there in the 

daytime than on any other one block in the gay 

Tenderloin district. é Without moving off the 

block you can find a score of places to sleep, 

as many more to eat and drink in and an all-

night Turkish bath. You can play billiards, get 

shaved, gamble, bet on the races, buy picture 

frames, flowers, clothes or shoes, get a tooth 

pulled, consult a physician or send a telegram. 

If you are an actor or a soubrette you can get 

an engagement, have your part typewritten, 

order a wig or ask for ña couple of seats, 

pleaseò at the box-office of the Fifth-Avenue 

Theatre. You can live for twenty years without 

ever going away from this short block, and all 

this with the satisfactory feeling that you are 

ñin it every minute,ò like the little boy in the 

song.
32

  

 

The Experience of Tin Pan Alley 

The earliest known print application of the term ñTin 

Pan Alleyò to West 28th Street between Broadway and 

Sixth Avenue appeared in ñFourteenth Streetôs Rialto is 

Passing Away,ò a January 16, 1903 article in The 

Morning Telegraph that referred to ñ...West Twenty-

eighth street, more commonly known as óTin Pan 

Alley,ô from the multiplicity of song publishersô 

pianos.ò
33

 Coinage of the name ñTin Pan Alleyò c.1903 

has been variouslyðand inconclusivelyðattributed to 

four individuals: author O. Henry (William Sydney 

Porter, 1862-1910); journalist and composer Monroe H. 

Rosenfeld (c.1861-1918); journalist Roy McCardell 

(1870-1961); and publisher Harry Von Tilzer (1872-

1946).
34

 Later sources dramatize a supposed exchange 

between Rosenfeld and Von Tilzer as follows:  

As [Rosenfeld] came into the office, von 

Tilzer was playing the piano and Rosenfeld 

noticed that it had a peculiarly muted tone. 

He asked why and von Tilzer replied that it 

was because other tenants of the building had 

asked if the song writers could hold the noise 

level down. This they accomplished by 

putting strips of newspaper behind the piano 

strings. According to folklore, Rosenfeld 

remarked, ñIt sounds like a tin pan,ò to which 

von Tilzer replied: ñYes, I guess this is tin 

pan alley.ò Rosenfeld wrote the story for The 

 

The origin of the term ñTin Pan Alley,ò with piano notes 

audible along West 28th Street, 

Carlo de Fornaro, St. Louis Post-Dispatch,  

May 10, 1903, 9B 
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World and Tin Pan Alley became 

synonymous with the world of popular 

music.
35

 

 

The term ñTin Pan Alleyò seems to have had 

numerous influences, the most direct of which was the 

colloquial term ñtin panò as a metaphor for a tinny-

sounding, inexpensive, or out-of-tune piano.
36

 While 

music publishersô offices on both sides of West 28th 

Street and the bookend of the elevated IRT station at 

28th Street and Sixth Avenue might have given the 

sense of an ñalley,ò the term was perhaps also an 

allusion to the blockôs location in the back spaces of 

theaters and in the Tenderloin, with its reputation for 

more subversive forms of entertainment.
37

 

In its original usage, ñTin Pan Alleyò was a 

term meant to disparage music publishers for their 

cacophonous and discordant work.
38

 Nevertheless, Roy 

McCardellôs May 3, 1903 New York World article, ñA 

Visit to Tin Pan Alley, Where the Popular Songs Come 

From,ò shows that Tin Pan Alleyôs magnitude and 

significance to American music was known by that date: 

 

Strange are the ways of Tin Pan Alley. Great is 

the influence of Tin Pan Alley upon our 

countryôs songs. For here they are conceived, 

originate, brought forth and spread, broadcast.  

Tin Pan Alley is that part of Twenty-eighth 

streeet [sic] that lies between Broadway and 

Sixth Avenue. Here center the song-

publishing houses of New York. é 

Tin Pan Alley contains all the music 

publishing houses of note save four é
39

  

 

The intimate scale of Tin Pan Alleyôs row houses 

was a boon for publishers to advertise their work to 

theater crowds and passersby on 28th Street: ñOld-

fashioned, high-stooped houses, converted now into 

office and store buildings, line its sides; and the 

sides of those in turn are lined with enormous, 

garish signs which inform you, in letters a couple of 

feet high,ò about the latest hits to be published by 

the firms inside.
40

 The structuresô size further made 

the sonic experience from which Tin Pan Alley took 

its name possible, with piano music audible on the 

street from the multiple offices in each modest 

structure, and made sheet music publishersô offices 

accessible to creative hopefuls eager to capitalize on 

their talent.  

Rather than take exception to the din of 

piano music on Tin Pan Alley, playwright and 

songwriter Paul West wrote about the effect with 

enchantment and gave a glimpse into the 

configuration of the music publishersô song 

ñfactoriesò: 

 

Imagine a great room, with four or five pianos 

in it, and a composer at each piano, 

composing. éAnd they are all playing and 

singing as they compose, too! Yes, sir, all 

 

Theater audiences ñflock from Tin Pan Alleyò  

to demand the latest sheet music, 

H. Harmony, The Evening World,  

November 11, 1905 
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singing and playing at the tops of their voices! 

And this is going on in a dozen different 

buildings, the windows of which are wide 

open, so that the melody floats down to the 

street and mingles with the jangle of the bells 

on the horse cars, making the day beautiful.
41

 

 

Theodore Dreiser, the novelist, occasional songwriter, 

and brother of notable balladeer Paul Dresser gave a 

glimpse into the frenetic, up-to-the-minute, and 

collaborative creative process within Tin Pan Alleyôs 

offices and the exchanges between firm personnel and 

independent artists there: 

 

There are an office and a reception-room, a 

music-chamber where songs are tried, and a 

stock-room. Perhaps, in case of the larger 

publishers, the music-rooms are two or three, 

but the air of each is much the same. Rugs, 

divans, imitation palms, make this 

publishing-house more studio, however, than 

office. A boy or two serve to bring 

professional copies at a word. A salaried 

pianist or two wait to run over pieces which 

the singer may desire to hear. Arrangers wait 

to make orchestrations or take down the 

melody which the popular composer cannot 

play. é Into these parlors come the mixed 

company to this distinctive worldðauthors 

who have or have not succeeded; variety-

artists who have some word from touring 

fellows or who know the firm-masters of 

small bands throughout the cityé; orchestra 

leaders of Bowery theatres and uptown 

variety halls and singers.
42

 

(Right) Vignettes of the Tin Pan Alley  

streetscape and publishersô offices, 

William Glackens, Harperôs Weekly XLIV,  

December 8, 1900 
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Music of Tin Pan Alley 

Tin Pan Alley is often cited as the birthplace of 

American popular music for making sheet music 

available to countless American households, for the 

business and sales practices it made prevalent for the 

mass production and consumption of popular music, 

for its role in popularizing the American music form 

known as ragtime, and as the forebear of subsequent 

decades of popular music that became known as the 

ñGreat American Songbook.ò
43

  

About a decade before the first music 

publisher came to Tin Pan Alley, Rialto music 

publishers had been responsible for some of the best-

known hits in an age when maudlin and melancholic 

music was in favor. The lyrics of that era were often 

meditations on themes of death, separation, sorrow, 

and lost love, though the melodies were often simple 

in order to maximize sheet musicôs appeal to 

consumers of different proficiencies on piano.
44

 After 

their move to Tin Pan Alley, sheet music firms 

initially  continued to focus on sentimental music; for 

example, while at 49 and 51 West 28th Street in the 

1890s, M. Witmark & Sons were responsible for a 

string of saccharine works, among them ñHer Eyes 

Don't Shine Like Diamondsò (1894), ñI Love You in 

the Same Old Wayò (1896), and, with a caricature of 

African Americans that was prevalent at the time, 

"Honey, You'se My Lady Love" (1897).
45

  

In the 1890s, the taste for sentimental, 

melancholic music began to wane and an upbeat, 

danceable genre known as ragtime became the new 

vogue. Tin Pan Alleyôs ragtime publications were 

vital to the popularization and international 

recognition of the genre and are an essential 

component of Tin Pan Alleyôs significance to 

American culture. Ragtime arose in Midwestern black 

communities as a descendant of black ensemble music 

of the prior decades, the influence of popular marches 

like those of John Philip Sousa, and polyrhythms from 

African music.
46

 An essential characteristic of ragtime 

music is a particular pattern of syncopation that 

accentuates the beat and gives ragtime its buoyant, 

energetic, and danceable qualities.
47

  In its 

syncopation, ragtime music was a relative of its 

precedent, the cakewalk, a dance that arose among 

enslaved black populations on Southern plantations as 

a satire of the austere dances of aristocratic white 

society, often in performances for slaveholders and 

their guests. With additional stylization and 

syncopation, cakewalk music became de rigueur for 

minstrel shows in which white performers wore 

blackface in a reprehensible imitation of the danceôs 

originators.
48

  

As a unique synthesis of African syncopation 

and European classical music, ragtime is often 

considered the first distinctly American form of music 

and the American counterpart to the work of classical 

European composers. Ragtime was the first music genre 

originated by African-American composers to gain 

widespread international appreciation as popular music 

and was among the first American music to be imitated 

by European composers. The influence of cakewalk and 

ragtime music is audible in works by European 

composers Claude Debussy, Erik Satie, Arthur 

Honegger, Darius Milhaud, Igor Stravinsky, and 

others.
49

 Ragtime was brought to consumers on a mass 

scale in the context of the 1893 Worldôs Columbian 

Exposition in Chicago, which drew 27 million visitors, 

and at the 1900 Paris Exposition, one phase of John 

Philip Sousaôs European tour.
50

 With the blues, ragtime 

was one of the foremost influences on the development 

of jazz, which overtook it as the most popular genre of 

music after about 1917.  

A number of Tin Pan Alleyôs ragtime 

publications were notable hits that brought ragtime into 

countless homes through the dissemination of sheet 

music and were pivotal to its popularization as a genre. 

Kentucky native Ben Harney (1872-1938), a white 

composer who was known as ñRagtimeôs Fatherò for his 

numerous ragtime hits and frequent appearances on 
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domestic and international vaudeville circuits, was 

responsible for a number of ragtime publications 

through M. Witmark & Sons, among them the hit 

ñMister Johnson (Turn Me Loose)ò (1896). Ernest 

Hogan (1865-1909), a black Kentucky native with 

experience as a dancer, musician, and comedian in 

minstrel shows, wrote the influential ragtime work ñAll 

Cðns Look Alike to Meò
51

 in 1895. Published by M. 

Witmark & Sons at 49 and 51 West 28th Street in 1896, 

the song inspired a wave of imitations. 

In addition to ragtime, Tin Pan Alleyôs firms 

published sheet music for marches, waltzes, 

sentimental ballads, comic ñnovelties,ò operettas, and 

scores from popular vaudeville, dramatic, and 

comedic productions. Although some of those 

compositions are unfamiliar to modern audiences, a 

number of works published at 47, 49, 51, 53, and 55 

West 28th Street were bestsellers with significant 

influences on American popular music. The Orphean 

Music Company at 49 and 51 West 28th Street bought 

the rights to Harry Von Tilzer and Andrew B. 

Sterlingôs ñMy Old New Hampshire Homeò in 1898 

after its rejection by several other publishers. Months 

later, the firmôs catalog was sold to Maurice Shapiro 

and Louis Bernstein of Shapiro, Bernstein & 

Company, which became the notable firm of Shapiro, 

Bernstein and Von Tilzer at 45 West 28th Street. 

Published by Shapiro, Bernstein, & Von Tilzer, ñMy 

Old New Hampshire Homeò went on to sell over two 

million copies. Another work, Charles N. Danielsô (as 

Neil Moret) and James OôDeaôs ñHiawathaò from the 

musical of the same name, was published by the 

Whitney-Warner Publishing Company at 47 West 

28th Street in 1902 and was the inspiration for 

numerous ñIndian songs,ò which became popular for 

about a decade after its publication.  

Although published outside of the row at 47, 

49, 51, 53, and 55 West 28th Street, other hits of the 

era remain popular, among them singer, songwriter, 

and comedic actor Paul Dresserôs ñOn the Banks of 

the Wabash, Far Awayò (1897); Ren Shields and 

George Evansô ñIn the Good Old Summer Timeò 

(1902), which became a standout number in the 

musical The Defender; George M. Cohanôs ñGive My 

Regards to Broadwayò (1904) which was written for 

Cohanôs musical Little Johnny Jones; and Jack 

Norworth and Albert Von Tilzerôs ñTake Me Out to 

the Ball Gameò (1908).
52

 

 

Tin Pan Alley and the Promotion and 

Consumption of American Popular Music  

On Tin Pan Alley, composers, arrangers, 

lyricists, promoters, performers, and printers came 

together as collaborative firms of sheet music 

publishers and made an enduring impact on practices 

for the production and promotion of popular music.
53

 

These publishers originated and adopted a range of 

assertive, competitive, and sometimes devious 

strategies to bombard prospective sheet music 

consumers with their music and to capitalize on their 

firmsô intense production of music for mass audiences. 

The shrewd business sense and insistent promotion 

tactics of Tin Pan Alley firms were essential to the 

eraôs boom in sheet music sales, came to characterize 

the entire music business thereafter, and were a 

precursor to promotion and sales tactics that remain a 

feature of the mainstream music business.  

Tin Pan Alley represents a singular 

concentration of musicians and sheet music publishers 

in one location with a focus on mass market audiences 

decades before the consolidation of New York Cityôs 

music business in the Brill Building (1930-1931, a 

designated New York City Landmark) and eventual 

dispersal. It arose at a unique technological moment 

before phonographs and records were affordable for 

most American families and when sheet music was the 

principal form of music distribution, the basis of much 

public performance, and the backbone of in-home 

entertainment. Because most sheet music was meant to 

be taken home for performance on piano, the aim of 
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publishers was to expose their music to masses of 

prospective purchasers to increase the likelihood of 

sheet music salesða business model dependent on the 

intense promotion of new music for the publisher to 

score a hit.  

As Tin Pan Alleyôs insistent promotion tactics 

became the modus operandi of the sheet music 

business, popular hits began to rocket in sales from 

hundreds to hundreds of thousands of copies. Some 

estimates suggest that between 1900 and 1910, over 

100 sheet music titles even sold upwards of one 

million copies each.
54

 In 1893, M. Witmark & Sons 

was the first firm to move to what became Tin Pan 

Alley, in an office at 51 West 28th Street from 1893 

to 1897; the firm expanded to 49 West 28th Street in 

1896 to mark its first decade in the music business. 

M. Witmark & Sons was a pioneer of a number of Tin 

Pan Alleyôs business strategies.
55

 

 

Plugging 

Although sheet music publishers initially made the 

rounds to entertainment venues to promote their music 

themselves, companies began to hire musicians as 

ñpluggersò to demonstrate songs in music stores, 

department stores, theaters, vaudeville halls, and other 

entertainment venues.
56

 Because of his crucial role in 

new musicôs exposure, a plugger was, one journalist 

wrote, ñoften better paid than the author. He is kept on 

a regular salary, and the field of his operations is wide. 

It is by no means confined to theatres.ò
57

 Pluggers were 

often men with charisma and enough contacts in the 

music business to induce headliners, vaudeville stars, 

and other well-known performers to perform their 

firmôs songs.  

The influential founders of M. Witmark & 

Sons were consummate pluggers: after a stint as a 

singer with Billy Birchôs San Francisco Minstrels, 

Julius Witmark leveraged his contacts in the music 

business and his talent as a songwriter to increase his 

compositionsô exposure; his brother Isidore became the 

mediator between the performers and the firm. Under 

this model, the Witmarks ñplaced songs with almost 

every topnotcher at Tony Pastor's,ò
58

 the foremost 

vaudeville house of the era.  

 

Booming 

The bombardment of saloon patrons and vaudeville 

audiences with a new tune was seen as the single most 

effective sheet music promotion tactic, as publisher 

Edward B. Marks later wrote: ñThe best songs came 

from the gutter in those days. There was no surer way 

of starting a song off to popularity than to get it sung 

as loudly as possible in the cityôs lowest dives.ò
59

 

Firms like M. Witmark & Sons undertook a technique 

known as ñboomingò in which the publishersô 

accomplices bought dozens of event tickets and, 

masquerading as audience members, sang the 

publisherôs music to inflate demand and market a tune 

on its catchiness. Publisher Louis Bernstein of 

Shapiro, Bernstein & Company wrote about his firmôs 

infiltration of the bicycle races at Madison Square 

Garden with this technique: 

 

They had 20,000 people there, we had a pianist 

and a singer with a large horn. We'd sing a 

song to them thirty times a night. They'd cheer 

and yell, and we kept pounding away at them. 

When people walked out, they'd be singing the 

song. They couldn't help it.
60

  

 

Because sheet music sales were paramount for Tin Pan 

Alleyôs publishers, and because of their firmsô frenetic 

production of music and direct competition with other 

firms on the block, publishers made use of aggressive 

tactics to market music regardless of its artistic value: 

ñSuch is the enormous output of the publishing 

concerns that almost no song may rise to popular favor 

through intrinsic merit. It must be taken by the neck 

and pushed, shoved, dragged hauled, kicked, and 

thrown through and over its fellows, until it arrives at 
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the fore.ò
61

 Charles Darntonôs 1905 article, ñThe Song 

Claque Nuisance,ò conflated the roles of pluggers and 

boomers but illustrated the aggressiveness of Tin Pan 

Alleyôs firms: 

 

First nights are made hideous by so-called 

ñpluggersò intent on pounding a song into 

popularity. Audiences are powerless against 

them. They flock from ñTin Pan Alleyòðthat 

strip of Twenty-eighth street between 

Broadway and Sixth avenueðwith resin on 

their hands and encores in their hearts. The 

din-making drove distributes itself 

judiciously about the theatre and waits its 

time. The merit of the song makes no 

difference.
62

 

 

Sheet Music Covers and Professional Copies 

Tin Pan Alleyôs sheet music publishers often put a 

celebrated performerôs photograph on a sheet music 

cover as an incentive for that performer to retain the 

music in his repertoire and as a souvenir for audience 

members who saw that singer perform the music live.
63

 

Once an association between the new music and a 

well-known performer was made, publishers would 

advertise the work as that singerôs latest hit in the New 

York Clipper.
64

 M. Witmark & Sons is thought to have 

been the first firm to distribute free newsprint 

ñprofessional copiesò to orchestra conductors and 

singers to encourage those musicians to perform their 

songs. With these advance copies, the firm was able to 

debut and test the allure of its new music and, in 

exchange, its chosen performer was given free, fresh 

material with which to showcase his talents.
65

  

 

Current Events in Song 

Another M. Witmark & Sons tactic was to capitalize 

on current events in order to market a song 

nationwide. In 1886, when rumors of then-President 

Grover Clevelandôs imminent marriage to Frances 

Folsom began to circulate, Isidore Witmark wrote the 

song ñPresident Grover Clevelandôs Wedding Marchò 

and made thousands of copies of the sheet music; 

after an initial denial, the White House gave its 

confirmation of the engagement and the prescient 

Witmarks were the first publishers with an 

appropriate song to mark the occasion. Although the 

march did not become a major hit, it was emblematic 

of a shift in the music business to a creation-on-

demand, up-to-the-minute model of songwriting to 

score opportune hits.
66

 

 

Women as Consumers and Performers 

Women were both the target consumers of Tin Pan 

Alleyôs music and some of its best-known performers. 

From the mid-19th century through the early-20th 

century, as the piano became a more common feature 

of the middle-class home, it began to be seen as a 

mark of culture and sophistication, an instrument of 

uplift, and symbol of collective and domestic values. 

Throughout that time, most piano players in American 

homes were female; skillfulness on piano was seen as 

an indicator of a womanôs refinement and fine social 

graces, and as an aspect of her domestic duties. The 

expectation that women manage the affairs of the 

parlor, where sheet music was the focus of 

entertainment, further meant that sheet music 

publishers on Tin Pan Alley and elsewhere strove to 

engage female consumers, as publisher Edward B. 

Marks wrote about his musicôs performance to 

sizeable audiences: ñI wanted to get there before the 

family crowd went home to put the kids to bed. éBy 

the time we were through, our classic was firmly 

planted in as many domes as were within hearing 

distance.ò
67

 Publishersô dependence on female 

consumers was evident in Charles Darntonôs 

lamentation about Tin Pan Alley, which made a 

connection between womenôs alleged preferences and 

fads in music: ñSongs are nearly always bought for or 

by women. For this reason the maudlin-pathetic 




